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Abstract
4-H agents and agriculture teachers across Tennessee teach youth about animal
science projects using a variety of different methods, and these youth typically go on to
compete in the Tennessee Junior Livestock Exposition Skillathon competition for their
chosen animal project. Skillathon is an educational delivery method where a facilitator
conducts a learning station where youth can gain knowledge or demonstrate their
knowledge and skills learned by doing livestock project work. However, approximately
27% of youth in Tennessee with beef projects choose not to participate in the skillathon.
This is troubling since early research has shown life skills are developed by youth
participating in the skillathon. As a result, this study examined youth leadership life skills
development among beef skillathon participants and determined factors influencing
motivation to participate in the beef skillathon. The results of the study coincide with
previous research. Youth participants perceived that they developed leadership life skills
as a result of participating in the skillathon. The major factors influencing their
participation in skillathon were the following: (a) I wanted to see how much I knew about
my project, (b) I wanted to be Premier Exhibitor, (c) I thought it would be fun, (d) To
achieve a goal, (e) Build self-confidence, (f) Interested in an animal science career, and
(g) Challenge myself to try new things.
Based on the results of this study, county 4-H agents and school-based
agricultural education teachers should consider recruitment strategies and opportunities
for growth in their present livestock program to enable more youth to benefit from youth
leadership life skill development as a result of participating in the skillathon. Awards and
recognition programs should continue to be an integral part of the Tennessee Junior
Livestock Exposition, mainly the Premier Exhibitor Award as most participants found the
award to be an influencing factor in their participation in the skillathon. This study should
be replicated with other populations of skillathon participants and with other types of
animal skillathons. Future research should be conducted on a national level to gauge the
perceived youth leadership life skill development of youth that participate in the National
Skillathon competition.
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Chapter 1
Introduction
Livestock skillathons provide a valuable educational experience for youth to learn
a variety of topics related to the production and management of beef cattle, meat goats,
sheep, and swine (Coffey, 2015). More specifically, participants learn about different
breeds of livestock, anatomy of livestock animals, feedstuffs used in livestock diets,
equipment used in raising and showing livestock, processing meat, wholesale and retail
cuts of meat derived from livestock, common calculations used to measure animal
performance and profitability, judging wool, judging meats, and judging performance
classes of livestock (Coffey, 2015). The livestock skillathon competition conducted at the
beef, sheep, swine, and dairy expositions are integral parts of Tennessee 4-H livestock
educational programs (Powell, 2004). They serve an important role in the educational
process of youth and are a way to develop life skills (Powell, 2004). Ingram (2003)
stated:
Livestock shows, judging teams and other animal science programs are
noted for their ability to develop life skills as well as subject matter skills.
However, youth livestock shows have recently been accused of producing
champion livestock at the cost of the exhibitor’s integrity and education.
To counteract this trend, 4-H and FFA programming has expanded the
boundaries of the traditional livestock show. The skillathon was invented
to give participants the chance to demonstrate their livestock skills in a
hands-on situation. (p.14)
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4-H Agents, school-based agricultural education teachers, and volunteer leaders
across Tennessee teach youth about animal science projects using a variety of different
methods, and these youth typically go on to compete in the Tennessee Junior Livestock
Exposition Skillathon competition for their chosen animal project. Youth are not required
to participate in skillathon, but many choose to do so because it offers them a chance to
excel in their animal science projects in ways that they might not be able to with their
animal in the show ring (A. Pederson, personal communication, November 11, 2013).
The skillathon has little impact on the show ring, and competing in skillathon gives youth
an opportunity to succeed in a competition where they can determine the outcome for
themselves by simply studying and practicing with the material (A. Pederson, personal
communication, November 11, 2013).
The slogan of the 4-H Youth Development Program is Learn by Doing (4-H
Positive Youth Development-Research, 2013). According to Loveday (2013),
Skillathon is an educational delivery method where a facilitator conducts a
learning station where youth can gain knowledge or demonstrate their
knowledge and skills learned by doing livestock project work. In some
programs, a computer is used to present educational materials and
activities. Skillathons enhance learning through hands-on activities, and
they enhance the youth’s project skills. (p.1)
Skillathons provide youth the opportunity to achieve project goals, build self-confidence,
self-esteem, and earn recognition (Loveday, 2013). Seaman Knapp (as cited in
Rasmussen, 1989) once said: “What a man hears, he may doubt; what he sees, he may
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possibly doubt, but what he does, he cannot doubt” (p. 35). While 4-H members learn by
doing, some younger members must be taught how to do something through
demonstration. In the 4-H livestock project, older 4-H member are used as facilitators and
teachers for the younger members (A. Powell, personal communication, October 26,
2014). One example that can be used in informal education (e.g., Extension) is
demonstration (Brunner & Yang, 1949). This method is known as the show me approach
to teaching and learning, and can be used by 4-H members to show the results of the
years’ experience in learning improved practices at their local fairs and achievement days
(Brunner & Yang, 1949). For example, older youth teach the younger members by first
demonstrating how to do something, such as how to put an ear tag in a heifer’s ear. The
younger youth then learn by doing it themselves.
Statement of the Problem
In 2014, 218 youth exhibited livestock at the Tennessee Junior Livestock
Exposition Beef Event, and 160 youth participated in the livestock skillathon (D.
Loveday, personal communication, March 6, 2015). This is a 13 percent increase in
participation since 2004 (Powell, 2004). However, approximately 27% are not
participating in the beef skillathon and this is troubling since Powell (2004) purported life
skills are developed by youth participating in the skillathon, and the National Research
Council (Pellegrino, 2012) has called for the development of 21st century skills that are
transferable to any career. What is more, the literature is sparse in regard to life skill
development among participants of the skillathon and youth’s reason for choosing to
participate or not. Therefore, this study investigated Youth Leadership Life Skill
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Development (YLLSD) related to the skillathon and reasons for participating in the
skillathon.
Purpose and Objectives
The purpose of this study was to examine YLLSD among skillathon participants
and determine factors influencing their motivation to participate in the skillathon.
The following objectives framed this study:
1. Determine beef skillathon participants’ perception of their YLLSD.
2. Determine the reasons why beef skillathon participants participated in the beef
skillathon.

Significance of the Study
This study seeks to add to the limited knowledge of YLLSD as a result of
participating in the skillathon and will add to the knowledge base of 4-H livestock
programs. There is increasing pressure from concerned stakeholders that agricultural
youth organizations, such as 4-H and FFA, provide youth with leadership skills needed to
function as contributing and responsible members of society (Wingenbach, 1995). Many
4-H programs depend on funding from community and statewide sponsors, such as
statewide livestock organizations and cooperative organizations. A 4-H professional’s
salary comes from different state and local sources. Typically, the county provides a
percentage of the 4-H professional’s salary and the land grant university(s) provide the
rest of the salary. The findings from this study will be important to 4-H programing
sponsors in Tennessee. Parents and youth can also benefit from the findings of this study.
In addition, parents would have more information available about what participating in

5
the skillathon does for their children. Furthermore, the mere memorization of important
facts and pieces of information will not help a child participating in the skillathon win
first place or a premier exhibitor award (J. Lamb, personal communication, October 10,
2013). Therefore, the child must know how to apply the skills and knowledge they have
gained while practicing and studying to earn an award in the skillathon or premier
exhibitor category (J. Lamb, personal communication, October 10, 2013). “Skillathon
activities provide fun, game-like, interactive, hands-on learning activities. Age
appropriate educational activities can be designed that can be taught by teen or volunteer
leaders. In addition, skillathons provide an opportunity for learning disability youth to
excel” (Loveday, 2013, p.1).
Definition of Terms
The following terms were operationally defined for this study:
•

“Skillathon is an educational delivery method where a facilitator conducts a
learning station where youth can gain knowledge or demonstrate their knowledge
and skills learned by doing livestock project work. In some programs, a computer
is used to present educational materials and activities. Skillathons enhance
learning through hands-on activities, and they enhance the youth’s project skills”
(Loveday, 2013, p. 1).

•

Youth are children ages 9-19 in grades 4 through 12 enrolled who participated in
the 2014 beef skillathon.

•

Beef Project is a project which is constituted by an individual who raises and
cares for a beef steer, heifer, cow, or bull for the purpose of exhibition at the local,
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state, or national level. Livestock projects are part of the overall youth livestock
program in Tennessee (Loveday, 2013).
•

Youth Leadership Life Skills Development is the “development of life skills
necessary to perform leadership functions in real life” (Miller, 1976, p.2). In this
study, youth leadership life skill development was defined by the 30 items
contained in the Youth Leadership Life Skills Development Scale (YLLSDS)
developed by Dormody, Seevers, and Clason (1993).
Limitations of the Study
A census of beef skillathon participants in Tennessee was not obtained and

participants were not selected randomly. Additionally, the sampling procedures only
included participants from one state. Therefore, one should use caution when
generalizing the results of this study.
Assumptions of the Study
The following assumptions were made for the purposes of this study:
1.

Participants involved in the study answered the questionnaire items to the best of
their ability.

2.

Participants involved in the study responded truthfully.

3.

YLLSD and reasons for participating in the skillathon were measured accurately.
Chapter 1 Summary
Chapter 1 provided an introduction to the Tennessee Junior Livestock Exposition

skillathon program and the reasoning behind its creation. Chapter 1 also served to
introduce the study and state the purpose of the study, which was to examine YLLSD
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among beef skillathon participants and determine factors influencing motivation to
participate in the beef skillathon. Furthermore, the terms used in the study were
operationally defined and the limitations and assumptions of the study were discussed.
The theoretical framework for the study as well as relevant literature will be presented in
Chapter 2.
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Chapter 2
Review of Literature
Chapter 1 provided the context for the Tennessee Junior Livestock Exposition
skillathon program. It served to introduce the study and provide background information
related to the Tennessee Junior Livestock Exposition and the skillathon. The statement of
the problem, the purpose of the study, and the limitations and assumptions of the study
were all introduced. This chapter will provide the theoretical framework and discuss
relevant literature.
Theoretical Framework
The theoretical framework for this study is experiential learning and is
conceptualized in a model from the work of Kolb (1984; Figure 1). This theoretical
framework was chosen because participation in the livestock skillathon is experiential.
Youth practice hands-on skills that can be applied to their livestock projects as well as
their future careers (J. Shanks, personal communication, November 15, 2013). Enfield
(2007) stated “the basis of all experiential learning is that experience matters”
(Experiential learning section, para. 1), and some educators believe that without an
experience, there can be no true learning or real understanding of a concept or situation
(Enfield, 2001; Kolb, 1984). However, the experience alone does not necessarily lead to
or mean that learning will take place. “Learning is the process whereby knowledge is
created through the transformation of experience” (Kolb, 1984, p. 38).
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Figure 1. Model of the Experiential Learning Process (Kolb, 1984)

According to Kolb (1984), the way in which learning shapes the course of a
child’s development can best be described by “the level of integrative complexity in the
four learning modes” (p. 140), the first being the concrete experience – “affective
complexity in concrete experience results in higher-order sentiments” (Kolb, 1984, p.
140). The concrete experience in the 4-H skillathon is found in the skills that the youth
learn while participating in skillathon. The youth experience these skills firsthand and
learn by doing them with their peers. Younger youth may first learn by observing the
older youth in practice, and then experience the skill by doing it themselves. The second
learning mode is reflective observation – “perceptual complexity in reflective observation
results in higher-order observations” (Kolb, 1984, p. 140). Reflective observation in the
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skillathon takes place when the youth are reviewing their scores or thinking back to what
they actually did in the skillathon to reflect on what they can do better next time. The
third mode of learning is abstract conceptualization – “symbolic complexity in abstract
conceptualization results in higher order concepts” (Kolb, 1984, p. 140). The youth think
about their experience and attempt to conceptualize a theory or model of what is observed
while they participate in the skillathon. The fourth mode of learning is active
experimentation – “behavioral complexity in active experimentation results in higherorder actions” (Kolb, 1984, p. 140). The active experimentation in the skillathon is where
the youth try to plan how to test their knowledge of their livestock project, and plan for
their next experience in participating in the skillathon. Youth that participate in the
skillathon may perform poorly in one section while performing excellent in another. The
youth must study the information and practice their skills in that section in which they
performed poorly to hopefully perform better the next time they participate in the
skillathon.
According to Kolb (1984) “knowledge is continuously derived from and tested
out in the experiences of the learner” (p. 27). Youth that participate in skillathon
continually challenge themselves and strive to do better each time. They learn from their
mistakes, and they are able to study the material and work toward mastering the skills
they need to perform better next time. Furthermore, adults play a major role in helping
the youth develop knowledge and learn about their livestock projects. According to
Enfield (2001), in 4-H project work it is “the role of the adult volunteer leader to
facilitate the learning process” (p.7). In addition, Carlson and Maxa (1998) stated the
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leader must “be skilled in structuring the intellectual and social climate of the group so
youth discuss, reflect on, and make sense of their learning” (p. 48). Furthermore, the
volunteer leaders involved in the skillathon and livestock project groups should help
youth to achieve the overall goal of learning.
Prosser and Trigwell (1999), Marton and Booth (1997), and Ramsden (1992) have
demonstrated youth who adopt deeper approaches to learning achieve better learning
outcomes than those who adopt shallow surface approaches. Deeper approaches to
learning are characterized by an orientation towards understanding, personal sense
making and active learning (Prosser & Trigwell, 1999). They include those strategies
defined theoretically as:
•

Experiential: Learning results from the student’s own experience of action in the
real world, the reflection on this experience leads to abstract conceptualization,
followed by experimentation with new concepts that are formed (Kolb, 1984).

•

Constructivist: “Learners actively build new knowledge by incorporating into
their existing knowledge-based concepts derived from their educational
experience” (Bruner, 1966, p. 34).
Therefore, the greater the students’ perceptions of the learning context, the better

their learning outcomes (Prosser & Trigwell, 1999). What is more, Weatherford and
Weatherford (as cited in Morris, 1996) stated experiential learning or learn-by-doing has
been a primary philosophy of 4-H since it’s beginning early in this century. Conrad and
Hedin (1981) defined experiential education as:
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Educational programs offered as an integral part of the general school
curriculum, but taking place outside the conventional classroom, where
students are in new roles featuring significant tasks with real
consequences, and where the emphasis is on leaning by doing with
associated reflection. (p. 2)
Experiential Learning Model
The experiential learning model found in Figure 2 is vital to the success of 4-H
programs (A. Pederson, personal communication, March 10, 2015), and is based on the
work of Kolb (1984).
4-H Youth Development relies heavily upon the five steps of the
experiential learning model to teach life skills. The sequential steps of the
model help youth identify what they have learned from a 4-H experience
or activity and to apply that learning to other experiences or situations.
This model requires that the “teacher/leader” be very clear about the skill
or concept targeted and that the experience and the processing questions
are designed to support the learning goal. The experiential learning
process engages learners in all phases of the activity, resulting in the
ability to generalize the learning experience to new situations. (Norman &
Jordan, 2013, p. 1)
Providing learners with an experience alone does not constitute experiential
learning (Norman & Jordan, 2013). “Experiences lead to learning if the participant
understands what happened, sees patterns of observations, generalizes from those
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observations and understands how to use the generalization again in a new situation”
(Norman & Jordan, 2013, p.1). According to Norman and Jordan (2013), there are several
advantages to using the 4-H experiential learning model adapted from the work of Kolb
(1984). Advantages for 4-H volunteer leaders include assessing “youth's knowledge of or
experiences with a subject and building upon it, serving as a coach using a variety of
methods to involve youth in the experience, and learning together with youth in a
cooperative way” (pp. 1-2). There are also benefits to youth as well: “(a) learning from
each other by sharing knowledge and skill, (b) working together, (c) sharing information
and evaluating themselves and others taking responsibility for their own learning relating
experiences to their own lives” (Norman & Jordan, 2013, p.2).
Positive Youth Development Model
The positive youth development model (Lerner, 2009) is the secondary
framework for this study (Figure 3). Hamilton and Hamilton (2004) stated “development
is a process, not a goal. People continue to develop throughout their lifetimes. Therefore,
promoting youth development is an enduring, overarching purpose, not a goal that is ever
finally achieved” (p.5).
Positive youth development is an intentional, pro-social approach that
engages youth within their communities, schools, organizations, peer
groups, and families in a manner that is productive and constructive;
recognizes, utilizes, and enhances youths' strengths; and promotes positive
outcomes for young people by providing opportunities, fostering positive
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relationships, and furnishing the support needed to build on their
leadership strengths. (“Positive Youth Development”, 2014)

Figure 2. Experiential learning model adapted by 4-H from Kolb (1984; Norman &
Jordan, 2013).

To that end, Richard M. Lerner conducted research focusing on the relationship
between positive youth development and participation in youth organizations such as 4H. Lerner’s (2009) model depicted Five C’s of positive youth development: (a)
competence, (b) confidence, (c) connection, (d) character, and (e) caring.
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Figure 3. The Positive Youth Development Model. (Lerner & Lerner, 2013)

According to Lerner (2009),
Researchers theorized that young people whose lives incorporated these
Five C’s would be on a developmental path that results in the development
of a Sixth C: Contributions to self, family, community, and to the
institutions of a civil society. In addition, those young people whose lives
contained lower amounts of the Five C’s would be at higher risk for a
developmental path that included personal, social, and behavioral
problems and risks. (p. 4)
Lerner (2007) purported there are three different ways to promote the Five C's of positive
youth development within youth: (a) the opportunity to have sustained, positive
interactions with adults, (b) be involved in structured activities that nurture the
development of life skills, and (c) the opportunity to become leaders in their local
communities. Furthermore, Gregoire (2004) identified eight components of positive
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youth development settings as the following: (a) a positive relationship with a caring
adult, (b) a physically and emotionally safe environment, (c) opportunity for mastery, (d)
opportunity to value and practice service to others, (e) opportunity for self determination,
(f) an inclusive environment, and (g) opportunity to see oneself as an active participant in
the future.
4-H Youth Development
The history of 4-H Youth Development started in the early 1900’s with a
1902 youth program started in Clark County, Ohio (4-H, 2015). The first clubs
were called tomato and corn growing clubs, and in 1912, they were officially
called 4-H clubs (4-H, 2015). In 1914, the passage of the Smith-Lever Act
created the Cooperative Extension System as part of the United States Department
of Agriculture and nationalized 4-H (4-H, 2015).
Today, 4-H serves youth in rural, urban, and suburban communities in
every state across the nation. 4-H'ers are tackling the nation’s top issues,
from global food security, climate change and sustainable energy to
childhood obesity and food safety. 4-H out-of-school programming, inschool enrichment programs, clubs and camps also offer a wide variety of
STEM opportunities – from agricultural and animal sciences to rocketry,
robotics, environmental protection and computer science – to improve the
nation’s ability to compete in key scientific fields and take on the leading
challenges of the 21st century. (4-H, 2015, 4-H today section, para. 1)
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The Institute for Applied Research in Youth Development and Tufts University
conducted the 4-H Study of Positive Youth Development. “The 4-H Study of Positive
Youth Development is a longitudinal study that began in 2002 and was repeated annually
for eight years, surveying more than 7,000 adolescents from diverse backgrounds across
42 U.S. states” (Lerner & Lerner, 2013, p. ii). The study found 4-H youth were more
likely to make contributions to their communities and have healthy eating and exercise
habits, less likely to have sexual intercourse, and have had significantly lower drug,
alcohol, and cigarette use than their peers (Lerner, 2011). Furthermore, Lerner (2011)
reported 4-H youth have higher levels of academic performance and school engagement.
Moreover, Lerner (2011) stated “the structured learning, encouragement, and adult
mentoring that young people receive through their participation in 4-H plays a vital role
in helping them achieve future life successes” (p.1).
Life Skill Development in Youth
According to Boyd, Herring, and Briers (1992), the development of life skills
through experiential learning is the cornerstone of the 4-H program. Boyd et al. (1992)
stated,
The number of our nation's youth exhibiting at-risk behavior points to a
lack of skills necessary for adulthood-skills in working with others,
understanding self, communicating, making decisions, and leadership.
These skills are required by adults for everyday living and are often called
leadership life skills. The development of life skills allows youth to cope
with their environment by making responsible decisions, having a better
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understanding of their values, and being better able to communicate and
get along with others. The development of such skills though experiential
learning is the cornerstone of 4-H youth programming. 4-H programming
intervenes in a youth's life before the seeds of irresponsible behavior are
planted. Skills and attitudes formed during youth carry over into
adulthood. 4-H's affiliation with land grant universities and the
opportunities provided for parent-child interaction make it a unique youth
development program. (p.1)
A few studies have been conducted regarding YLLSD in youth organizations
(Boyd, Herring, & Briers, 1992, Seevers & Dormody, 1994; Wingenbach & Kahler,
1997). These studies concluded youth develop youth leadership life skills through
participation in agricultural youth organizations. Anderson, Bruce, Jones, and Flowers’
(2015) study found youth leadership life skills development of livestock exhibitors at the
2010 North Carolina State Fair were high, indicating that livestock project exhibition
may increase the YLLSD of exhibitors. Also, Anderson et al. noted there was no
statistically significant difference in YLLSD of those participants who have participated
in 4-H or FFA and those who did not. Boleman, Cummings, and Brier’s (2004)
concluded parents of youth participating in the 4-H beef project agreed that their child’s
life skills were being enhanced. Their study also indicated there was a positive
relationship between years of participation and life skill development (Boleman,
Cummings, & Briers, 2004). Therefore, the longer children actively engage in the beef
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project, the more likely they are developing life skills that will contribute to them
becoming productive citizens (Boleman et al., 2004).
Life Skill Development as a Result of Participating in Skillathon
Previous research has been conducted in Tennessee that is directly related to the
Tennessee Junior Livestock skillathon program. Powell (2004) randomly selected 200
youth that participated in the 2003 Tennessee Junior Livestock Beef, Sheep and Market
Hog Shows and investigated life skill development as a result of participating in the
skillathon. Powell found youth developed life skills such as responsibility,
communication, public speaking, and self-confidence as a result of participating in the
skillathon beef, sheep, and swine events. More specifically, the majority of skillathon
participants felt they had developed communications skills and could listen to what other
say, clearly state their thoughts and ideas to adults, follow instructions, and share their
knowledge with others (Powel, 2004). Additionally, youth strongly agreed they had
developed critical thinking skills and were better able to list their options before making a
decision, work out problems presented to them, and evaluate the decision they had made
(Powell, 2004). Furthermore, Powell’s respondents indicated they had gained selfconfidence, were more comfortable talking with an adult, completing a project, feeling
good about their decisions, and were sure of their abilities (Powell, 2004).
Powell (2004) also identified motivation factors for participating in the skillathon.
Powell indicated a majority of participants consider parents to not be a motivational
factor for participate in skillathon. Additionally, Powell reported a majority of skillathon
participants indicated a volunteer leader, 4-H agent, or agriculture teacher was a reason
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for their participation in the skillathon. Furthermore, respondents were asked to evaluate
if they participated in the skillathon because they wanted to be premier exhibitor and if
they thought participating would be fun. Eighty-eight percent agreed they participated
because they wanted to be premier exhibitor, and 89.7% agreed they participated because
they thought it would be fun (Powell, 2004).
Chapter 2 Summary
Chapter 2 served to introduce the theoretical framework for this study and
presented the history of 4-H Youth Development and current research regarding life skill
development. Life skill development, as a result of participating in the 4-H skillathon,
was also discussed. Chapter 3 will provide the methodology for this study.
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Chapter 3
Methodology
Chapter 1 discussed the educational value of the skillathon and introduced 4-H. In
addition, Chapter 1 introduced the purpose of this study, which was to examine life skill
development among skillathon participants and determine factors influencing their
motivation to participate in the skillathon. Chapter 2 presented the theoretical framework
for the study, as well as the history of 4-H, and current research in youth life skill
development. Chapter 3 discusses the research design, population and sample,
procedures, instrumentation, and data analysis.
Research Design, Population, and Sample
This study utilized a quantitative research approach. More specifically, a
descriptive one-shot case study (Campbell & Stanley, 1963) of youth that participate in
the 2014 Tennessee Junior Livestock Exposition Beef skillathon event (N = 160) was
used and conceptualized as a slice in time (Oliver & Hinkle, 1982). Fifty percent (n = 80)
of the participants in the 2014 Tennessee Junior Livestock Expo beef skillathon
completed the Skillathon Life Skills Questionnaire. This resulted in a sample that
consisted of 80 youth. The gender distribution was 36 male participants and 44 female
participants. The average age of the sample was 12.9 years old (SD = 2.6) with a range of
8 to 18. The participants most recently completed grade level ranged from 4th to 11th
grade, and the distribution of grade level can be found in Table 1. We have categorized
the sample as a convenience sample, since only 50% of the beef skillathon participants
completed the study and the only known demographic variable of the target population
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was most recently completed grade. To that end, the sample contained a higher
percentage of 4th graders than the population and did not include any 12th graders.
Therefore, we were unable to weight participants’ responses based on grade.

Table 1. Grade Level Distribution of Sample verses Population
Grade level
% sample
4
21.3
5-6
25.1
7-8
23.8
9-10
20.0
11-12
10.0
Note. There were no 12th graders represented in the sample.

% population
11.9
21.9
24.3
22.5
19.4

Instrumentation
One instrument was used for gathering data in this study, the Skillathon Life Skills
Questionnaire. The researcher-developed questionnaire consisted of three demographic
questions (age, grade and gender), the 30-item Youth Leadership Life Skills Development
Scale (YLLSDS; Dormody, Seevers, & Clason, 1993), 11 items that assessed possible
reasons for participating in the skillathon (Powell, 2004), and an open-ended question
that allowed youth to state other reasons they participated in the skillathon. Face and
content validity of the Skillathon Life Skills Questionnaire was established by an expert
panel consisting of two agricultural education faculty members and one Extension faculty
member from the University of Tennessee. Based on the recommendations of the expert
panel, a few of the possible reasons for participating in the skillathon were revised for
clarity. Dormody, Seevers, and Clason (1993) reported a Cronbach's alpha coefficient of
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.98 for the YLLSDS and stated the YLLSDS was developed to provide an evaluation and
research tool for measuring youth leadership life skills development (Dormody, Seevers,
& Clason, 1993). For this study, the post-hoc reliability for the YLLSDS was .96. The
questionnaire is provided in Appendix A.
Data Collection
As the skillathon participants registered for the skillathon, they were informed of
the study and given the opportunity to participate. The questionnaire was distributed to
willing participants only after the study and risks were explained to the skillathon
participant, guardian/parent for those skillathon participants under 18, and written
informed consent and/or assent forms were signed. Thus, data from skillathon
participants 18 or older were only collected if informed consent was given, and data from
participants under 18 was only collected if guardian/parent informed consent and the
minor’s assent were given. The assent and consent forms used were approved by the
University of Tennessee’s Institutional Review Board.
Analysis of Data
Data were analyzed using the Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS)
Version 22 for Windows. Frequencies, percentages, means, and standard deviations were
calculated to summarize demographics, youth leadership life skills development, and why
students participate in the skillathon. A frequency table was produced based on the openended question which asked participants to list other reasons for participating in the
skillathon not listed in the standard reasons for participating items.
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Chapter 3 Summary
Chapter 3 provided the methodology for this study. The quantitative research
design used was a descriptive one-shot case study (Campbell & Stanley, 1963) of youth
that participate in the 2014 Tennessee Junior Livestock Expo beef event. The instrument
used was the Skillathon Life Skills Questionnaire, and the data collected was analyzed
using descriptive statistics. Chapter 4 will present the results of this study.
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Chapter 4
Results
Chapter 1 served to introduce the study and provide background information
related to the Tennessee Junior Livestock Exposition and the skillathon. Chapter 2
discussed the theoretical framework and provided relevant literature to this study.
Chapter 3 served to present the methodology. Chapter 4 contains the findings related to
the specific objectives of the study.
Objective 1: Determine beef skillathon participants’ perception of their YLLSD.
The summated mean for the YLLSD scale was 2.2 (SD = 0.6). Results for the
individual items of the YLLSD scale are presented in Table 2. The items in which a
majority of youth reported a lot of gain were: (a) can set goals, (b) can be honest with
others, (c) can use information to solve problems, (d) have a friendly personality, (e)
respect others, (f) can handle mistakes, (g) get along with others, and (h) have good
manners.
Objective 2: Determine the reasons why beef skillathon participants participated in
the beef skillathon.
Youth’s reasons for participating in the skillathon based on 11 predetermined
items can be found in Table 3. The reasons with an agreement percentage greater than
70% were the following: (a) I wanted to see how much I knew about my project, (b) I
wanted to be Premier Exhibitor, (c) I thought it would be fun, (d) To achieve a goal, (e)
Build self-confidence, (f) Interested in an animal science career, and (g) Challenge
myself to try new things. A majority of the participants agreed with all remaining items
except volunteer leader as a reason for participating in skillathon.
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Table 2. Youth Leadership Life Skills Questionnaire Data

Can determine needs
Have a positive selfconcept
Can express feelings
Can set goals
Can be honest with others
Can use information to
solve problems
Can delegate responsibility
Can set priorities
Am sensitive to others
Am open-minded
Consider the needs of
others
Show a responsible attitude
Have a friendly personality
Consider input from all
group members
Can listen effectively
Can select alternatives
Recognize the worth of
others
Create an atmosphere of
acceptance
Can consider alternatives
Respect others
Can solve problems
Can handle mistakes
Can be tactful
Can be flexible
Get along with others
Can clarify my values
Use rational thinking
Am open to change
Have good manners
Trust other people

No Gain
f
%
5
6.5

Slight Gain
f
%
9
11.7

Moderate Gain
f
%
33
42.9

A lot of Gain
f
%
30
39.0

5

6.3

11

13.9

35

44.3

28

35.4

13
3
9

16.5
3.8
11.4

14
10
6

17.7
12.5
7.6

26
25
23

32.9
31.3
29.1

26
42
41

32.9
52.5
51.9

0

0

5

6.3

30

38.0

44

55.7

6
2
14
5

7.6
2.5
18.2
6.3

9
12
15
15

11.4
15.0
19.5
19.0

33
31
31
27

41.8
38.8
40.3
34.2

31
35
17
32

39.2
43.8
22.1
40.5

8

10.4

11

14.3

25

32.5

33

42.9

6
3

7.5
3.8

7
13

8.8
16.3

27
18

33.8
22.5

40
46

50.0
57.5

5

6.5

12

15.6

26

33.8

34

44.2

2
5

2.5
6.4

14
8

17.7
10.3

26
36

32.9
46.2

37
29

46.8
37.2

6

7.6

9

11.4

28

35.4

36

45.6

6

7.8

10

13.0

30

39.0

31

40.3

4
5
1
2
6
2
7
5
2
3
6
5

5.0
6.6
1.3
2.5
7.6
2.5
9.0
6.5
2.6
3.9
7.6
6.3

19
9
12
9
16
13
7
12
13
18
4
16

23.8
11.8
15.0
11.4
20.3
16.3
9.0
15.6
17.1
23.4
5.1
20.0

26
19
29
26
28
33
21
34
32
24
24
25

32.5
25.0
36.3
32.9
35.4
41.3
26.9
44.2
42.1
31.2
30.4
31.3

30
43
38
42
29
32
43
26
29
32
45
34

37.5
56.6
47.5
53.2
36.7
40.0
55.1
33.8
38.2
41.6
57.0
42.5
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Table 3. Other Reasons for participating in Skillathon.
Strongly
Disagree
f
%
4-H Agent or Ag
Teacher
Volunteer leader
I wanted to be Premier
Exhibitor
I thought it would be
fun
I wanted to see how
much I knew about my
project
To achieve a goal
Spend time with
friends
Challenge myself to try
new things
Build self-confidence
Competition
Interested in an animal
science career

Disagree
f

%

Neither Agree
or Disagree
f
%

Agree
f

%

Strongly
Agree
f
%

5

6.4

8

10.3

21

26.9

21 26.9

23

29.5

6

7.8

8

10.4

27

35.1

18 23.4

18

23.4

1

1.3

6

7.7

11

14.1

22 28.2

38

48.7

3

3.8

6

7.7

10

12.8

27 34.6

32

41.0

1

1.3

5

6.3

10

12.5

22 27.5

41

51.3

3

3.8

5

6.4

10

12.8

22 28.2

37

47.4

9

12.0

7

9.3

18

24.0

16 21.3

25

33.3

3

3.8

7

9.0

13

16.7

19 24.4

36

46.2

3
7

3.8
9.1

9
5

11.5
6.5

10
14

12.8
18.2

25 32.1
20 26.0

31
31

39.7
40.3

4

5.1

6

7.7

12

15.4

15 19.2

41

52.6

In addition to the items provided in Table 3, participants were asked to provide
other reasons for participating in the skillathon (Table 4). Most of the comments provided
had to do with learning something new, such as new skills or knowledge that would help
them with their 4-H beef project. Participants professed I love learning more about my
animals, to better my knowledge of beef cuts, and to learn more about medical care.
Parental influence was the second most popular comment made. A few of the reasons
dealing with parental influence were what Mom says goes, Mom made me, and to make
my Mom happy.
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Table 4. Frequency Table of Other Reasons for Participating in Skillathon
Comment

f

Parent/Guardian Influence
To Learn/Try New Things
To Win Awards
Total

4
9
3
16

Chapter 4 Summary
Chapter 4 presented the results of the study. Skillathons participants believed the
skillathon developed their youth leadership life skills. Additionally, other reasons for
participating in the skillathon were presented. Chapter 5 will provide conclusions and
recommendations for future practice and research based on the results of this study.
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Chapter 5
Conclusions and Recommendations
Chapter 1 served to introduce the study and provide background information
related to the Tennessee Junior Livestock Exposition and the skillathon. Chapter two
discussed the theoretical framework and provided relevant literature to this study.
Chapter 3 served to present the methodology. Chapter 4 presented the results of this
study, and Chapter 5 will provide conclusions and recommendations for future practice
and research.
Objective One: Determine beef skillathon participants’ perception of their YLLSD.
Youth participants of the 2014 Tennessee Junior Livestock Exposition beef
skillathon perceived the skillathon to have a moderate positive impact on their YLLSD
and reported at least moderate gain on all 30 items of the YLLSD scale by Dormody,
Seevers, and Clason (1993). The findings from this study are consistent with Powell
(2004). Powell (2004) concluded youth developed life skills such as responsibility,
communication, public speaking, and self-confidence as a result of participating in the
skillathon at the Tennessee Junior Livestock Expo beef, sheep, and swine events. Also,
the majority of skillathon participants in Powell’s study felt they had developed
leadership life skills. The findings of this study are also similar to Astroth (1996).
Astroth reported 4-H programming can develop leadership skills and can be effective in
helping youth develop critical life skills such as making decisions, being responsible,
social/interpersonal skills, service to others, and how to get along with others.
Boyd et al. (1992) estimated 25% of youth in the United States participate in
high-risk activities that include drug use, tobacco use, and fail to attend or perform poorly
at school (Boyd et al., 1992). Boyd et al. purported the high percentage of delinquent
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youth indicates a lack of leadership and life skills. The results of this study support Boyd
et al. who posited enrollment in youth programs like 4-H and others that are founded
upon experiential learning and the work of Kolb (1984) are needed for youth to develop
life and leadership skills.
Objective Two: Determine the reason why beef skillathon participants participated
in the beef skillathon.
The majority of participants strongly agreed the reasons they wanted to participate
in skillathon was they wanted to see how much they knew about their project and they are
interested in a career in animal science. A majority of the participants agreed with all
remaining items except volunteer leader, as a reason for participating in skillathon.
Overall, the reasons for participating in the skillathon focused on testing knowledge,
future careers, winning an award, fun, friends, 4-H agent or school-based agricultural
education teacher, and personal development. This is consistent with Powell’s research
(2004), except Powell found a volunteer leader was a reason for participating unlike this
study. The reason for this may be due to the fact that volunteer leaders were responsible
for more programming efforts in 2004 than they are today. The findings of this study also
support Lerner (2011) who stated, “The structured learning, encouragement, and adult
mentoring that young people receive through their participation in 4-H plays a vital role
in helping them achieve future life successes “(p.1). Furthermore, Lerner professed youth
need the encouragement and mentoring that non-parental adults have the unique ability to
provide. However, a majority of participants did not see volunteer adults as a major
influence for participating in the skillathon, but did view 4-H agents and school-based
agricultural education teachers as a motivating factor. Perhaps 4-H agents and school
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based agricultural education teachers have developed stronger rapport with youth who
participate in the skillathon.
Recommendations for Practice
Based on the findings of this study, the following recommendations were made for
practice:
1.

The Tennessee 4-H program should continue to offer experiential learning
activities such as the skillathon, and the skillathon should continue to be an
integral part of the overall livestock programs.

2.

Youth perceived they are benefiting from participating in the skillathon and these
skills may be enabling them to become productive leaders and members of
society. County 4-H agents and school-based agricultural education teachers
should consider recruitment strategies and opportunities for growth in their
present livestock program to enable more youth to benefit from YLLSD as a
result of participating in the skillathon.

3.

Awards and recognition programs should continue to be an integral part of the
Tennessee Junior Livestock Exposition, mainly the Premier Exhibitor Award as
most participants found the award to be an influencing factor in their
participation in the skillathon. Expanding the premier exhibitor program to
recognize more individuals could serve as an incentive to keep youth involved
and motivate others to participate (Powell, 2004).
Recommendations for Future Research

Based upon the findings of this study, the following recommendations for future research
were made:
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1. Further research should be conducted to determine how former skillathon
participants are using their skillathon knowledge as adults, and how they are using
the life skills they developed.
2. Is there a relationship between skillathon participation and the youth’s career
choices and/or major in college? Are skillathon participants more likely to choose
a college major in agriculture than livestock exhibitors that do not participate in
the skillathon? Future research should explore these questions.
3. This study should be replicated with other populations of skillathon participants
and with other types of animal skillathons. The current study only included youth
from Tennessee that participated in the beef skillathon.
4. Future research should be conducted on a national level to gauge the perceived
YLLSD of youth members that participate in the National Skillathon competition
held in Louisville, Kentucky each year as part of the North American
International Livestock Exposition. Youth from all across the United States
participate in this event; therefore it would provide a unique opportunity for
research related to life skill development as a result of participating in skillathon.
5. Future research should examine the technical knowledge acquisition of beef
skillathon participants.
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Appendix A. Skillathon Life Skills Questionnaire
1.What is your age? ___________
2.What grade did you most recently complete? __________
3.What is your gender?
a. Male
b. Female
4. What leadership skills have you improved because of your Skillathon involvement?
Please answer each item by indicating what you feel represents your gain for each skill.
No
Slight
Moderate
A lot of
Gain
Gain
Gain
Gain
Can Determine needs
0
1
2
3
Have a positive self-concept
0
1
2
3
Can express feelings
0
1
2
3
Can set goals
0
1
2
3
Can be honest with others
0
1
2
3
Can use information to solve
0
1
2
3
problems
Can delegate responsibility
0
1
2
3
Can set priorities
0
1
2
3
Am sensitive to others
0
1
2
3
Am open-minded
0
1
2
3
Consider the needs of others
0
1
2
3
Show a responsible attitude
0
1
2
3
Have a friendly personality
0
1
2
3
Consider input from all group
0
1
2
3
members
Can listen effectively
0
1
2
3
Can select alternatives
0
1
2
3
Recognize the worth of others
0
1
2
3
Create an atmosphere of
0
1
2
3
acceptance
Can consider alternatives
0
1
2
3
Respect others
0
1
2
3
Can solve problems
0
1
2
3
Can handle mistakes
0
1
2
3
Can be tactful
0
1
2
3
Can be flexible
0
1
2
3
Get along with others
0
1
2
3
Can clarify my values
0
1
2
3
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Use rational thinking
0
1
2
Am open to change
0
1
2
Have good manners
0
1
2
Trust other people
0
1
2
Note. Items used with permission from Dormody, Seevers, and Clason (1993)

3
3
3
3

5. Why did you participate in the Skillathon? Please indicate your level of agreement
with each item.
Strongly
Disagree Neither Agree Agree Strongly
Disagree
nor Disagree
Agree
4-H Agent or Ag
1
2
3
4
5
Teacher
Volunteer leader
1
2
3
4
5
I wanted to be Premier
1
2
3
4
5
Exhibitor
I thought it would be fun
1
2
3
4
5
I wanted to see how
1
2
3
4
5
much I knew about my
project
To achieve a goal
1
2
3
4
5
Spend time with friends
1
2
3
4
5
Challenge myself to try
1
2
3
4
5
new things
Build self-confidence
1
2
3
4
5
Competition
1
2
3
4
5
Interested in an animal
1
2
3
4
5
science career
6. Are there other reasons you participated in the Skillathon? If so, please list them in
the space provided.
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44

Appendix C IRB Approval Letter

45
Vita
Josey Megan Harris was born in Lenoir City, TN on January 1, 1987 along with
her twin sister, Jessy Harris Shanks. She attended The University of Tennessee Knoxville
and graduated in December 2009 with her B.S. Degree in Wildlife and Fisheries Science,
and a Minor in Forestry. She attended The University of Tennessee in the Agricultural
Leadership, Education, and Communications Department while working as a 4-H
Extension Agent in Rhea County, Tennessee for The University of Tennessee Extension
Service. She married her husband Matt in 2013, and together with their son Dailyn they
own and operate their 3rd generation family farm in Lenoir City, TN

